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The sufficient appreciation of Maxwell was one of the nine-
teenth century's worthiest achievements and a reflexion of
the healthiest aspect of its culture.
James Clerk Maxwell was born in Edinburgh on June
13th, 1831. His ancestors included many notable persons.
The family fortune had been made by John Clerk in Paris
in 1634-46. He returned to Scotland and bought the
barony of Penicuik. His son married the granddaughter
of the poet Sir William Drummond of Hawthornden.
Some of their descendants became eminent Scottish lawyers,
who educated several of their sons in Leyden and other
foreign cities. Maxwell's great-grand-uncle, John Clerk,
was a friend of James Hutton, the founder of modern
geology, and claimed to have invented the naval tactics by
which Rodney won the battle of Dominique. Maxwell's
great-grandfather, Sir George Clerk, had married his first
cousin, Agnes Maxwell, the descendant of Drummond and
the heiress of Middlebie, and had taken the name Clerk
Maxwell. Thus the family now possessed the properties
of Penicuik and Middlebie. The inheritance was arranged
so that these properties could not be held together by the
same son, so Maxwell's father inherited Middlebie and his
Uncle George inherited the property at Penicuik. Sir
George Clerk was for many years member for Midlothian
and held office under Sir Robert Peel. He had a remark-
able command over statistics and questions concerning
weights and measures.
Thus Maxwell was descended from an inbred family
containing many able persons, who included law, politics,
geology, mining, statistics, poetry, music and strategy
among their interests.
When the Middlebie property passed to John Clerk
Maxwell it was in a poor condition. It did not even contain
a house for the laird. While he remained unmarried John
was not much interested in it and continued to live in
Edinburgh, where he lived quietly but independently,
practising a little law, but mainly interested in following
the progress in science and technology. He was very fond
of visiting every sort of factory and great buildings. In